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to avoid arrest. The case, before a special court in Beuthen,
attracted little attention; it was only one among so many. The
guilt of the accused was not contested. Their counsel could do
little more in their defence than urge that the victim was a
wretched Pole and a Communist whose death was no loss. On
August 22, on the strength of the recent decree, the court sentenced
the whole five to death. At once there was an ugly flare-up of
passion; an appeal was promptly entered on the ground that they
had not known of the decree when they committed the murder,
but their comrades could not wait. The eyes of every Storm
Trooper in the country were turned to the Leader; would he let
their comrades die undefended. That was precisely what, left to
himself, he would have liked to have done. He had ostentatiously
forbidden murder, deprecated even violent action in self-defence;
he had denied not only every outrage story but even that Storm
Troopers carried arms. The Beuthen verdict proved him either a
consummate liar or a puppet chief. He dared not let the verdict
go unchallenged.

It was clear to any unprejudiced person that the sentence was
a legitimate one; the mere fact of the date of the decree made no
difference whatever. Equally it was clear that sober Germans
were profoundly and favourably impressed by the fact that at
last the law had wakened up to its plain duty. The prestige of the
government rose perceptibly; it would rise still higher if the
sentences were carried out. But if they were carried out, it would
set a large and imposing seal on Hitler's defeat. The government
had trapped him again. He had either to corne out frankly as a
champion of murder or he had to admit to his followers that he
could and would not protect them and lose the allegiance not
merely of those who regarded murder as a legitimate revolutionary
weapon, but of those for whom his divinity had been stripped from
him. Nothing fails like failure. He evaded the issue partially at
least and not unskilfully by emphasizing less his championship
of his agents than the malevolence of the government in legally
murdering patriots while Communists raped and slaughtered
with impunity. The verdict was not the sober verdict of a court
of law; it was part and parcel of the campaign waged by the